Greek Tragedy
Voltaire and Dryden were both trying to make an exciting pky; to both the turn of incident was everything ; both consequently had to use up the material at too prodigal a rate, and had to -pad. But Corneille was a dramatist, and when he adds to Oedipus c the happy loves of Theseus and Dirce' we may pay him the compliment of looking for a reason.
* The severely simple nature of Sophocles' theme, with its natural elements of pity and terror, is found too meagre by the modern dramatist. He cannot trust to that alone; he feels that he needs some further source of variety and relief/l Farther on we are told that Sophocles' power of characterization is so great that he can sustain interest in a situation long after another would have abandoned it. Of these two points, the ktter is obviously true and pertinent. The creative imagination of Sophocles was such that he could make an Oedipus who was much bigger than the mere events which befell him, striking though these were. Sophocles was not specially indebted to them; they added distinction to his play, but they did not make it. What makes it is the conception of Oedipus, and it is this conception of Oedipus which enables Sophocles to augment his plot with the long scenes of Creon and Teiresias without sacrificing unity or losing interest. The man Oedipus bestrides the play like a colossus, an apparently inexhaustible source of dramatic interest. But no one would claim that Sophocles was the unique possessor of this creative power. We must look further for an explanation of the difference between the ancient and the modern drama.
In general one gathers from the literary historians the impression that the Athenians were a people with an almost supernatural taste for the simple and the austere, and that it is a certain pettiness in the moderns which makes us demand * some further source of variety and relief. This is partly true and partly superstition. The Athenian audience was evidently sharp in perception; it was not necessary for the Athenian dramatist to use broad effects in order to make his points. It is a common complaint against the English theatre that it cannot present the high comedy of, say, Viennese opera, but invariably broadens it into low comedy ; the Viennese lines and points have to be thickened when they are brought north. The Athenians had IJebb, fcxtrod. to Tyrannus. 180